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After 2 Decades, a Fmal

Sermon for Rev.

By CLA]RL‘ MASSIMO

This year’s Christmas sca-
son was a bittersweet onc for
Rev. Robert Walsh at First Par-
ish Church,:.

At the end of January, Walsh
will be retirjng from his minis-
try, 22 years after coming to
Duxbury. |

Walsh's first experience:
with the Unitarian Universalist
church was as a twenty-three
year-old man.

“I was unchurched as a
child, then tried out a few, but
nothing hooked me. When 1
first walked. into a Unitarian
Universalist, church I knew
right away it was home for me:
People were able to be them-
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selves, and be honest about who
1 they are. I didn’t have to say a
| creed that someone else had
writtenand I gl_ldn t believe in,”
Walsh said." ,

As time wore on, Walsh be-
came more aclive in the church,
“on first a regional and then a

national level. :
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Rev. Walsh will leave First Par-
ish atthe end of January, after 22
years.

Rev Walsh is moving on toa new
marriage, and hopefully a histori-
cal book on Duxbury churches.

“A time came when I real-
ized 1 was getting more fulfill-
ment from the church than from
the work I was doing to kecp
food on the table. Every year
my wife and T would take out
the idca of me becoming a min-
ister and look at it. For years

afford it, or we felt too locked
into what we were domg Then

’r»

onc year the answer was ‘yes’,
l Walsh said.

At the age of 40, he quit his
job in industrial management,
and moved east from
Kingsport, Tennessce to enroll
at the Harvard Divinity School.
He graduated in 1980, and
came to First Parish on Oct. 1
of that year.

Avcrage time framc for a
minister at a particular parish
is cight or ninc years, Walsh
said. His ministry has obvi-
ously lasted much longer.

“I always figurc when it was
time to go, 1 would know, or
(the parishioners] would let me
know,” Walsh joked.

Scveral factors led to his
decision 1o retire at the ecnd of
: January, the foremost being an
impending marriage in Junc.

“Originally, we were going
to get marricd Dec. 28. Every-
one knew that was madness,

they just didn’t tell us,” Walsh
said. '

Walsh’s fiancée lives in
Hingham, where he will be liv-
ing when he leaves First Par-
“ish.

with everything else going on, .
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“It’s certainly a bittersweet
time for me and a lot of the
people here. We have to say
goodbye to that relationship.
Eveniflsece them when I come
“back to visit First Parish, or in

\spme other context, I won’t be
their minister anymore,” Walsh
sald

' There is a lot of" gn,evmo

_going on at the parish, Walsh
said, but it he]ps that everyone
knows “I am going somewhere
wonderful.”

“My leaving is not a rejec-
tion in any sense. This is a won-
derful time in my life. I'm fac-
ing a new life with a ncw part-
ner,” Walsh said.

Walsh'’s last service will be
on Jan. 5, with a celebratory
luncheon to follow. He will
then spend a couple of weeks
cleaning out the parsonage.

After Walsh leaves,
Rosemarie Smurzinski, an in-
terim minister from Arlington,
will serve First Parish for about
eighteen months.

“It’s healthy to have an in-
terim minister. It allows people
to adjust to the change. They.
arc used to my style, it gives

. them a chance to work through

' those feelings,” Walsh said,

A committee of parishioners :

will be formed to search for:a

settled, pcrmanent minister.
Walsh expects thata choice'will
be made in the spring of 2004,
with the chosen minister a.s-‘,'

suming his or her.duties in the
fall of that year.

“That gives the committee
time to search and to re-exam-
ine the mission of the church,”
Walsh said.

While he has yet to writc his
parting sermon, Walsh has re-
cently spent time reflecting on
his years at First Parish. One
highlight that jumps to mind is
the celebration that took place
surrounding First Parish
Congregation’s 350" anniver-
sary in 1982, .

““The pansh was gathered by
pllgnms in 1632. It’s amazing
to have those kinds of roots. It
was a wonderfl celebration,”
Walsh said. '

The parish organized a se-
ries of worship services, spread
a month apart. Each of the four
services representcd adifferent
century.

“We researched the services
and music, and held services as

they were held in 1632, 1732,

1832 and 1932. People wore
costumes they had borrowed
from Plimouth Plantation, and
a group of them walked 9 miles
in the rain, as the pilgrims did
for services on Sundays,”
Walsh said.

The church also completed
a capital fundralsmg campaign
that allowed for the restoration
of the meetinghouse and
steeple, as well as numerous
otlier indoor and outdoor reno-
vations, including handicap ac-
cessibility projects.

Another high point Walsh
likes to reflect on is when First
Parish becamc a welcoming
congregation to gay, lesbian
and transgendered people. ‘

“It’s about being public. We
spent a couple of ycars think-
ing about it, and then did it. We
broke down barricrs and af-
firmed their full humanity, and
I’'m proud of that. When you
look at the history of Christian-
ity towards homosexuals, it’s so
violent, I'm surprised any gay
person would trust a church,”
Walsh said.

He also feels First Parish |
played an important and posi- °
tive role in the Interfaith Coun-
cil, shifting it from a “council
of churches to a truc interfaith
organization,” by welcoming
Congregation Shirat Hayam.

Retirement will be busy for
Walsh. He plans to work on a
couple of writing projects on
historical topics.

“For churches in Duxbury,
1820 to 1845 was a time of tre-
mendous change. I’ve been
able to gather a lot of primary
source matcerial during my time

‘in Duxbury, but I'm a slow

writer,” Walsh said.
He will also spend a lot of
time “being a good grandfa-

‘ther.” Walsh has five glandchll- :

dren all under the age of six.
Four of them live within an
hour’s drive of Hingham,

which appears to put his writ-
‘ing time at risk.




